Recent Books
A Rabbi Talks with Jesus
Jacob Neusner
McGill-Queen’s University Press,
2000
161 pp., $17.95
Just after hearing Jesus’ Sermon on
the Mount a rabbi approaches Jesus of
Nazareth and engages him in a civil and
honest debate. Neusner imagines such
a vivid conversation, and by doing it
pursues the question how far the Jewish
and the Christian faith differ markedly
from each other. The issues which arise
in the discussion include the Torah, specifically the Ten Commandments, family bonds, the Sabbath, being holy and perfect in daily life,
and the meaning of Israel. Being loyal to his own position, Neusner
listens and argues, and precisely analyzes and ponders the meaning of
what Jesus said. Through this hypothetical dialogue Neusner explains
why the Sermon of the Mount would not have convinced him to become a disciple of Jesus and why he would have continued to follow
the teachings of Moses. And he is also very clear why his dissent would
not leave him dishonoring or without respect for Jesus. Not only the
specific genre in which Neusner clothes the spiritual journey, but also
the depth and clarity of his presentation are highly stimulating and
make this book a “minor classic” (Donald Harman Akenson).
Christian-Jewish Relations through
the Centuries
Stanley E. Porter & Brook W. R.
Pearson, eds.
Sheffield Academic Press, 2000
503 pp., $95.00
The 23 well-researched papers in
this volume, which were presented in
1999 in a conference on Christian-Jewish relations through the centuries, address a number of the major questions
that have been at the heart and the periphery of these tenuous relations
through the years. It is refreshing to see the different viewpoints taken
in the discussion. Since the contributors come from different backgrounds—Jewish as well as non-Jewish, Christian as well as non-Christian—they deal with the specific issues from a variety of approaches
and perspectives. Such a diversity guarantees fresh insights and interesting reading.
The essays are presented in two major sections: The first focuses
on Jewish-Christian relations in the ancient world (12 essays), the second on these relations in our own time (11 essays). Among those in
the first section are papers on the root causes of the Jewish-Christian
rift and how the Christian-Jewish split was understood in that time.
Two papers shed light on the “parting of the ways” by investigating

aspects of Christian Christology. Others focus on the issues connected
with the New Testament and its Jewish background (e.g., “Was Paul a
good Jew?”) and on some of the developments of relations in the late
antiquity. The essays in the second section deal with arts and philosophical and theological perspectives in Jewish-Christian relations in
the modern world, and with the impact of the Holocaust on this discussion. In the last two papers, the sense and role of mission in Judaism and Christianity is compared and a strong call is given for the
teaching of Judaism in schools.
The editors have to be congratulated for bringing together these
fine contributions to the ever-increasing dialogue between Christians
and Jews.
Christianity in Jewish Terms
Tikva Frymer-Kenski et al., eds.
Westview Press, 2000
438 pp., $30.00
This excellent collection of essays
should generate new conversations
within the Jewish community and between the Jewish and Christian communities. The essays attempt to provide a Jewish theological response to
the unprecedented shift in JewishChristian relations in recent decades
and the profound changes that have
taken place in Christian attitudes toward Jews. Two main questions
are addressed: What may Jews say about Christianity? and how can
the understanding of Judaism be renewed today?
In the central ten chapters these questions are considered in relation to specific themes: God, Scripture, commandment, Israel, worship, suffering, incarnation, redemption, sin and repentance, and image of God. Each chapter consists of three essays. In the first essay, a
Jewish scholar explores a specific area of Jewish theological tradition
and shows how to understand the corresponding set of Christian beliefs in the light of Judaism. Then, another Jewish and a Christian
scholar respond and offer their perspectives on the topic.
The main parts are preceded by reflections on what to seek and
what to avoid in Jewish-Christian dialogue, by a chapter on Christian-Jewish interactions over the ages, and by two essays on JewishChristian relations and theology after the Holocaust. Also included is
a public statement of how Jews should begin to learn about Christianity and to understand Christianity in Jewish terms (published in September 2000 in the New York Times and other newspapers). Possible
ways for the future Jewish-Christian dialogue conclude a thought-provoking book for both Jews and Christians.
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Constantine’s Sword
James Carroll
Houghton Mifflin Company, 2001
756 pp., $28.00
Constantine’s Sword traces the twothousand-year history of the Church’s
conflict with Judaism. But it is not simply a history of the Church and the
Jews. As well-known storyteller and
memorist, Carroll weaves historical research through an intensely personal examination of conscience. Initiated by
the cross at Auschwitz, he reconstructs
the dramatic story from New Testament origins of Jew hatred, to
Constantine’s transformation of the cross into a sword, to crusades
and inquisition, to modern anti-Semitism; always with a keen eye for
the relevant details. Carroll concludes with a bold, fifty-page “Call for
Vatican III” in which he challenges the Church to face the past in full,
to rethink the deepest questions of Christian faith, and to fundamentally revise the Church’s attitude toward Jews—including the consequences for the cross at Auschwitz. The book is certainly worth its
praise: It “demonstrates empathy and compassion for both sides”
(Susannah Heschel) and is “written at levels of understanding and with
clarity of insights rarely—if ever—reached in telling of this painful
story” (Krister Stendahl).
God, Israel, and the Gentiles
Johann D. Kim
Society of Biblical Literature, 2000
178 pp., $45.00
Romans 9-11 is a pivotal text for
the understanding of the relationship
between the newly evolving Christian
group and Judaism. Because of its importance and difficulties, this text “has
become an exegetical and theological
battle ground in recent years” (p. 5).
In this dissertation, Kim analyzes Paul’s
rhetoric and situation in Romans 9-11
in order to advance our understanding
of these chapters. He starts by presenting an overview of the research and specifies the need for a fresh approach which pays close attention to the rhetorical situation. After
exploring the relationship between the historical situation and the rhetorical situation, Kim explains the rhetorical situation of the book of
Romans as a whole—a necessary background before focusing on the
text in Romans 9-11. He then answers the questions how the speaker
Paul is presented in Romans 9-11 (“as a thoroughly Jewish person who
is deadly earnest for the salvation of his kinsfolk”), who Paul’s rhetorical audience is (“Gentile Christians in the Roman church”), what question Paul is addressing (“the question of God’s faithfulness and trustworthiness”) and how this unit fits into the context of the whole book.
Finally, Kim presents his rhetorical analysis of Romans 9-11. Paul’s
argumentative flow is closely followed and explained. For Kim, Paul
argues that the word of God has not failed and that God is faithful
toward Israel regarding her salvation while at the same time the Gentile’s
trust in God would be assured. Kim’s work, especially his rhetorical
analysis of Romans 9-11, is worth the careful attention of anyone who
wants to come to grips with what Paul really says in this fundamental
text for Jewish and Christian relations.
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Has God Only One Blessing?
Mary C. Boys
Paulist Press, 2000
393 pp., $29.95
Having been actively involved in the
dialogue with Jews over more than
twenty years, Boys challenges Christians
to reflect on the conception of Judaism
implicit in their own understanding of
Christianity. First, she recounts three
exemplary stories from the history of
Christianity which show how Christians have understood themselves in relationship to Jews: Jews need to be converted, Scripture used for invalidating Judaism, and the classical pair Synagoga and Ecclesia. She
then traces the history of Jewish and Christian relations throughout
the centuries. At the heart of the book is the suggestion of a new “story
line,” an alternative account of Christian origins which takes into consideration the context of the Jewish world from which the Christian
church emerged. Against this new story line, Boys deals with three
crucial issues in the church today: how to interpret Scripture (authentic interpretation), how to worship as a community of faith (liturgy
beyond supersessionism), and how to employ symbols (the appropriate use of the cross). Then, she surveys some recent Christian statements on the relationship with Jews and Judaism and finally challenges
Christians to rework their self-understanding in light of the JewishChristian dialogue which sums up in a call for Christian conversion
toward a “lifelong process of deepening in integrity and authenticity.”
Who Was Jesus?
Paul Copan & Craig A. Evans, eds.
Westminster John Knox Press, 2001
205 pp., $24.95
Who was Jesus? hinges on the
friendly and refreshingly candid dialogue on the question of Jesus between
Jewish New Testament scholar Peter
Zaas and Christian theologian William
Craig. Their “debate” consists of the
initial presentations by Zaas and Craig,
their interactive discussion and a questions and answers session with both.
The dialogue raises a number of issues
at the very heart of Jewish-Christian discussion: Who was Jesus? What
were his aims? Why did he die? Does his resurrection make a difference? Who is a Jew? Can a Jew be a Christian? Is the term “Jewish
Christian” self-contradictory? Is Christianity inherently anti-Semitic?
Who was Jesus? also includes first-class responses to the Zaas-Craig
dialogue and reflections on Jesus and Jewishness by seven scholars,
two of them Jewish. These essays try to give answers to the questions
raised by the dialogue. They pinpoint “the essential issues with which
Jews and Christian must grapple if understanding is to grow” and show
that one needs to know accurately and fairly what Judaism and Christianity is all about before one disagrees with aspects and beliefs of the
one or the other (p. 172).
Here is a fascinating and informative read for all who want to delve
into the differing historical assessments of Jesus of Nazareth by Jews
and Christians and who desire to wrestle with the implications for
Jewish-Christian relations.

